26                                 EUROPEAN DRAMA

play, which ends with a song, leaves Ralph with his self-
esteem wholly unimpaired.

It is a rough and ready piece, but much of the fun
depends on character and not merely on Incident.
Merrygreek resembles the valet of Italian comedy, whilst
Ralph himself is an ancestor of Parolles and Bobadil. The
purely knockabout element is giving way to something
better.

The tragedy of Gorboduc, printed in 1561, though much
duller, is a landmark. The authors Thomas Norton and
Thomas Sackville, Lord Buckhurst, produced, for the
first time in England, a serious drama which, while the
moral was duly stressed, was not primarily didactic in its
purpose. Moreover, also for the first time, we have an
English five-act tragedy in blank verse, the form that the
Elizabethans were to make their own.

The classical dramatist most imitated by Renaissance
authors was the Roman Seneca. But Corboduc was nearer
to the Greek. The unities of time and place were
preserved and deeds of violence were described by
messengers instead of being represented on the stage, an
arrangement which would not have found favour with
audiences a decade later. As a concession to the popular
love of stirring action, however, the messenger's speeches
were supplemented by dumb-show interludes and this
device, used by Shakespeare as a prelude to the play
presented by Hamlet to snare Claudius, was fairly widely
adopted.

Gorboduc has nothing of the freedom of later Elizabethan
drama. It is stilted and artificially symmetrical King
Gorboduc has two sons Ferrex and Porrex, each of whom
is flanked by a wise counsellor and a sycophant. Like
Lear, the king has divided his realm between his children
and each, misled by his advisers, mistrusts the other's
intentions and tries to seize his brother's share. Ferrex
is killed and the survivor, summoned to court, is slain by
his mother who idolised her elder son. Outraged by this